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INTRODUCTION

At the turn of the twenty-first century, news stories reported a dra-
matic drop in sperm counts worldwide. Other stories warned of
increasing rates of reproductive cancers in men, a sharp rise in the num-
ber of baby boys born with genital deformities, and a decline in the male-
to-female birth ratio. Stories of Gulf War veterans, like Vietnam veterans
before them, reported soldiers with high rates of infertility and soldiers
fathering babies born with bizarre, often fatal, childhood disorders. News
accounts noted the striking growth of the multimillion-dollar sperm bank
industry in the United States, where male seed was stocked, packaged,
and sold on the open market as if it were just another market product.
Like few times before in history, stories of men’s reproductive disorders
publicly exposed the private reproductive troubles of men.

Such stories of men suffering reproductive disease and disability were
disturbing not only because they suggested possible men’s health prob-
lems but also because they flew in the face of traditional ideals of male
reproduction. Ideally, men are virile, capable of impregnating women and
producing their own biological children. Ideally, men are relatively in-
vulnerable to harm, able to withstand the hazards and risks of the public
world, and capable of denying the pains of the human body and the
suffering of others. Ideally, men are the protectors of women, children,



and the nation, capable of fighting wars, accepting threats of bodily harm,
and shielding others from external risk. Ideally, men are the providers
for children, distant from the daily work of child care so that they may
earn the resources needed for children’s economic well-being. The man
who fulfills these functions is a worker, a soldier, a father, a self-sustain-
ing man, dependent on no one and needing neither the protection nor
the assistance of others.

Images of men suffering reproductive ailments confounded these
ideals by revealing the needs and vulnerabilities of the male reproduc-
tive body. If men were as vulnerable as women to the harms of the out-
side world, if the male reproductive system was equally damaged by the
toxins of war and work, and if men, through sperm, could pass on harm
to the children they father, then how were we to justify the ideal of men
as superior in strength and as the protectors and providers of women and
children? Public exposure of men’s private reproductive troubles threat-
ened to throw into question not just the health of the male body but these
deeper ideals of masculinity as well.

Exposing Men examines how such ideals of masculinity have skewed
the science of male reproductive health and our understanding of men’s
relationship to human reproduction. It argues that such ideals are double-
edged, for while they perpetuate assumptions about the superior strength
of the male body, they lead to a profound neglect of male reproductive
health and a distorted view of men’s relationship to human reproduc-
tion. It looks at the conditions under which male reproductive health
needs have emerged on the public scene at the turn of the century, the
charged public responses to such exposure, and the implications of these
for how we think about not only men’s relationship to human reproduc-
tion but also broader social relations between men and women.

Assumptions of reproductive difference have historically presumed
a differential division of reproductive labor between men and women.
This division of labor presumes not just biological difference but differ-
ences in the social functions that men and women play in both human
reproduction and society at large. Men impregnate; women gestate.

Women’s investment in reproduction is long-term; men’s is fleeting.
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Women produce eggs and milk; men produce “throwaway sperm.” This
reproductive division of labor, presumed to be imprinted in biology,
is often used to justify different capacities and temperaments for men
and women. Women breed, nurture, and conserve human life; men rule
the world, often at the expense of human life. If women are more car-
ing and men more tactical in human relations, it is because men and
women perform different functions in the reproduction of the species.

Such assumptions may seem antiquated in a time when social move-
ments and feminist scholarship have challenged gender inequalities in
nearly every realm of human life. Men have been increasingly drawn into
the work of family and child care as women have moved into the mascu-
line worlds of work and politics. Feminist scholars argue that even the
grouping of bodies into just two sexes—male and female—distorts a more
complex biology of sexual differentiation. Yet while such critiques seem
ubiquitous, deeply embedded in the collective consciousness remains the
assumption that, in the end (or beginning), the biological functions that
men and women perform in reproduction are beyond social contestation.

Exposing Menis a book not just about men’s reproductive health but
about, in addition, reproductive difference. | am not arguing for a denial
of all biological differences between men and women in reproduction—
in gestation, lactation, or even the hormonal differences between the
sexes—but that these have taken on social meanings far beyond biology.
I do not argue that men and women play equivalent roles in the repro-
duction of the species but that these differential roles have been highly
exaggerated. Indeed, denying all biological differences between men and
women would get us no closer to a system of gender equity than their
exaggeration. But I do argue that men and women are more similar than
different in their contributions to reproduction and that assumptions of
reproductive difference have been used to justify social, political, and
economic inequalities between men and women. I argue that until as-
sumptions of reproductive difference are challenged, gender inequities
for both men and women will continue.

Exposing Men is also a book about the paradoxes of masculine privi-
lege. It argues that such assumptions of reproductive difference do not
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just privilege but burden men. The scholarly literature on the politics of
reproduction has focused almost exclusively on the costs to women of
assumptions of reproductive difference—of the disproportionate bur-
dens women bear in human procreation and caregiving. Yet men pay a
price as well. Is it privilege that we neglect ailments like male infertility
in the interest of maintaining illusions of male virility? Is it privilege to
spend the bulk of a lifetime in dreary or dangerous work, separated from
their children, in order to perpetuate ideals of men as providers? Is it
privilege to man the front lines of war while women provide primary care
for children? Is it privilege to ignore the hazards of both work and war to
the male reproductive system to maintain the illusion of men as invul-
nerable? Although men may enjoy the economic and social advantages
of assumptions of reproductive difference, they pay a high price for such
advantage as well.

In this age of war and political retrenchment, of rollbacks in affir-
mative action and challenges to women’s reproductive rights, it is not
only difficult but also, some might say, politically problematic to write a
book about the suffering of men. But only through recognition of the
vulnerabilities of men can gender injustices be transformed. We must see,
and believe, evidence of male weaknesses and vulnerability. We must see,
and recognize, men’s intimate connection to human reproduction. Only
then can we achieve a more equitable system of gender relations for both
men and women.

Reproductive Masculinity

The chapters to follow examine these questions through the lens of male
reproduction. Central to this study is the concept of reproductive mas-
culinity—a set of beliefs and assumptions about men’s relationship to
human reproduction. Reproductive masculinity can be defined in terms
of four interrelated elements: First, men are assumed to be secondary in
biological reproduction. Although both men and women contribute es-
sential genetic material to conception, women'’s role in gestation, birth,

and lactation presumably renders men secondary in human reproduc-
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tion. Second, men are assumed to be less vulnerable to reproductive harm
than women. The male reproductive body is seen as less susceptible to
the hazards of the world than the female reproductive system. The sci-
ence of andrology—the study of male reproductive health—has histori-
cally been and remains marginalized. Third, men are assumed to be virile,
ideally capable of fathering their own biological children. Although re-
productive technologies and medical interventions make it possible for
infertile men to become fathers, the infertility of men is still understud-
ied, a source of personal shame, and shrouded in comparative secrecy.
Fourth, men are assumed to be relatively distant from the health prob-
lems of children they father. Birth defects in children, miscarriage, and
reproductive disorders are most often still traced to women’s and not
men’s exposures to drugs, alcohol, and environmental and workplace
toxins. Despite a growing body of scientific evidence that suggests oth-
erwise, men remain uninformed about how their toxic exposures can
affect both pregnancy and the children they father.

Each of these elements of reproductive masculinity has a social his-
tory and has increasingly come under social contestation. The following
chapters examine the history of each of these assumptions, the conditions
under which each has come to be challenged, the social and political resis-
tance to such challenges, and the implications of these assumptions for how
we understand men’s and women’s relationship to human reproduction.

Chapter 2, “Powers of Conception,” examines the first element of
reproductive masculinity—the assumption that men are secondary in
biological reproduction. It visits the history of assumptions about the
male role in reproduction, from the ancients through the twentieth cen-
tury. The male role in biological reproduction has been highly contested.
This chapter charts these contestations through the scientific discovery
of sperm in seminal fluid (in the seventeenth century) and the debates
that discovery produced in the scientific and philosophical communi-
ties. Some argued that sperm contained the entire preformed being, ready
to be implanted into the uterus. Others argued that “seminal worms”
played no substantive role in procreation and simply “excited” the egg
into development. Such debates were the result not just of the limits of
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science but of competing cultural assumptions of masculinity and femi-
ninity that cast men as either primary or peripheral to biological repro-
duction. In the twenty-first century, the recognition of men’s and women’s
equal genetic contributions to biological reproduction has clarified but not
resolved questions about reproductive difference between the sexes. In-
stead, such debates have shifted onto new grounds of hormonal gender
difference.

Chapter 3, “Dropping Sperm Counts,” examines the second ele-
ment of reproductive masculinity—the assumption that the male re-
productive system is less vulnerable to the harms of the outside world
than the female reproductive system. It explores the historical neglect
of andrology, produced by the need to disguise the weaknesses of the
male body, which continues today. It looks into these questions by
examining the evidence of a dramatic drop in sperm counts, as well as
reports of the increase in male reproductive diseases and disorders at the
turn of the twenty-first century.

Chapter 4, “Commodifying Men,” examines the third element of re-
productive masculinity—the assumption of male virility—Dby studying the
historical neglect of male infertility and the rise of the sperm banking in-
dustry in the United States. It traces the transformation of the secretive
practice of artificial insemination in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries into the public, multimillion-dollar sperm banking industry. It
explores how racial politics (which sought to use artificial insemination for
eugenic purposes), market forces (which sought to profit from these
efforts), technological innovations (which made it possible to increase rates
of success), and social movements (for reproductive rights) have pushed
male infertility into public light. Such forces seem to at once reaffirm the
ideal of men as fathers even as they expose the reproductive “failings” of
those men seeking infertility services.

Chapter 5, “The Children Men Father,” examines the fourth ele-
ment of reproductive masculinity—the presumption that men are more
distant from the children they father. Historically, research into the field
of paternal fetal harm has faced formidable barriers, with most finding

the scientific evidence of male-mediated fetal harm simply unbeliev-
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